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Chapter Ten

Assassins and Crusaders
Nietzsche after 9/11

Gary Shapiro
Nietzsche describes his four Unzeitgemiisse Betrachtungen as Attentate, assassination attempts. The first of these, his self-described "duel" with David Friedrich
Strauss, published in 1873, begins with the question of war and time. It is untimely
or out of season insofar as it challenges the smugness of the cultural philistines
who take Germany's victory in the Franco-Prussian War to be a testament to the
superiority of German culture. As those in the United States might have learned
after the end of the Cold War and after the first Gulf War, "a great victory is a
great danger," and we might substitute the name of another nation state-or an
emerging globalizing empire-when Nietzsche speaks of "the defeat, if not the
extirpation, of the German spirit for the benefit of the 'German Reich"' (UM I,
§ 1). Assassination is always untimely, an instrument of war and a response to
war. Assassination interrupts the steady, sedentary time of the state.
It has never been easy to marginalize Nietzsche's talk of war and his often
violent rhetoric, which was misappropriated by the Nazis, and that misappropriation then deployed as a means for marginalizing him as a thinker. At least
since Walter Kaufmann's 1950 book, however, it has become more difficult to
see Nietzsche as the evil genius who legitimized the idea of a Germanic master
race. More recently scholarship has taken an increasingly nuanced approach to
the question of Nietzsche's politics. While acknowledging his advocacy of the
transnational "good European," his critique of the supremacy of the state, and
even the possibility of deploying certain possibilities in his thought in the service
of poststructuralist feminism, it has asked rightly, whether his praise of war and
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warriors can be said to be merely rhetorical (this would be an odd claim with
regard to a thinker for whom language is so crucial)! Today "after 9/11" these
questions are reminiscent of the attempts of the "West" to understand the stakes
of the "war on terror." (All of these marked phrases are problematic, as I think
will emerge from an exploration of Nietzsche's own penetrating meditations on
time, his odd calendrical fantasies, and his uncanny, if highly sketchy, articulation of a coming global conflict for which an exemplary precedent is the struggle
between Christianity and Islam. If I proceed to use these and similar phrases
without marking them, I trust that the reader will understand that this is done
in anticipation of such problematization.)
The question of how to take Nietzsche on war bears a striking parallel to
the dispute about the meaning of jihad within Islam: is it to be understood primarily as an internal, spiritual struggle to live, think, and feel in accordance with
the divine will, or does it name a struggle on all fronts, necessarily involving
military combat and terrorism, to eliminate all forms of infidelity and directed,
at its extremes, to the establishment of a global caliphate under a radical form of
Islamic law? Nietzsche, of course, was no scholar oflslam, but he had read more
of its history than those who have fashioned the West's recent "war on terror,"
sometimes described as a "crusade," sometimes said by George W. Bush to be
guided by divine inspiration. 2 As we will see, Nietzsche was familiar with both
some of the leading scholarship of his day on early Islam and its battles, both
military and theological, as well as the semilegendary notions and fantasies of
the Orientalism that was the ideological support of nineteenth-century European
imperialism. It is striking, reading Nietzsche now in the wake of 9/11, war in Afghanistan and Iraq, and general concern with radical Islam, to see how much of
Nietzsche's attention, especially in the last two years of his writing, was directed
to thinking about the fate of Europe and Christianity within a broad historical
and geographical perspective in which Assassins and Crusaders are two of the
most prominent players and Europe's apparent victory over Islam is taken to be
one of the reasons for launching a new "war to the death" against Christianity.
The last phrase is taken from the "Decree (Gesetz) Against Christianity," which
Nietzsche originally appended to The Antichrist and which Colli and Montinari
have restored in their edition (SW 6.254). 3 Together with the concluding paragraphs of that work, the "Decree" implies that Nietzsche has no war with Islam,
whose culture is the subject of his extravagant praise. Of course Nietzsche was
writing at a time when the tottering Ottoman Empire seemed no longer to offer
any threat to the expanding imperial powers of Europe. While his predictions
of a century of great wars might be taken in the broadest terms to prefigure the
three World Wars (including the Cold War), he could not have suspected that at
the beginning of the twenty-first century the great war in prospect would appear
to be one between the West and resurgent Islam. Yet Nietzsche increasingly borrowed figures and examples from Europe's conflict with Islam to attempt to make
sense of the geopolitical past and future. What follows is a preliminary sketch of
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